creased, given the heightened interest in health issues" (emphasis added). The letter also stated that federal support for the physical sciences had not similarly grown. The PCAST recommendation for remedying the situation was to adjust the "R&D budget...upward for the physical sciences and engineering, bringing them collectively to parity with the life sciences over the next five budget cycles."
But a closer look at the RAND report suggests that the analysis may not support the premise underlying PCAST's recommendations. It turns out that RAND used the research taxonomy developed by the National Science Foundation, which includes in biology the subdisciplines of anatomy, biochemistry, biometry and biostatistics, biophysics, botany, cell biology, entomology and parasitology, genetics, microbiology, neurosciences, nutrition, physiology, zoology-fields that span the biomedical and nonbiomedical realms.
Kei Koizumi, a coauthor of the report and the director of the R&D Budget and Policy Program at the American Association for the Advancement of Science, did point out that some of these fields receive a large part of their funding from the National Institutes of Health. Donna Fossum, a RAND researcher and coauthor of the report, added, "These numbers are selfreported by agencies.... They tend to closely track the overall budget function categories for the agency, which may not completely convey the true focus of the actual R&D projects being funded by any unit. For example, while a particular project may fall generally into the 'life sciences' category, its specific focus might be 'nanotechnology.' Elucidating the details of the individual R&D projects is the challenge." Elaine Hoagland, executive officer of the Council on Undergraduate Research, has tracked these trends for years. She surmises that there is a great deal of misclassification, or what she characterizes as "misconstruing the research field and improper lumping and splitting, especially when it comes to environmental biology."
PCAST did not rely solely on the RAND report, however, as it gathered information. It also invited briefings from a number of private and public sector organizations. The private sector covered a broad spectrum, with representatives from IBM, the American Chemical Society, the Science Coalition, and the Council on Competitiveness. No scientific societies in the biological sciences were consulted.
Yet despite all the time and resources that went into the PCAST subcommittee's deliberations, the PCAST report may not have much impact on the FY 2004 budget project. Stan Sokul, PCAST's executive director, stated that the report is "still in the works" and that PCAST hoped to send it to the president in late October. Although the report could still have an impact on the FY 2004 budget, Sokul opined, major policy changes are unlikely to be reflected in the budget this late in the cycle. By mid-September, federal agencies submit their budget requests to the White House Office of Management and Budget. These requests reflect the administration's existing priorities. Therefore, the potential for the PCAST report to have any impact on the FY 2004 budget diminishes every day.
But beyond FY 2004? The numbers in the RAND report obscure the underfunding of the general biological sciences, and they make it more difficult to make the case for increases, even for critically underfunded agencies such as the US Geological Survey, NOAA Sea Grant, and various research units of the US Department of Agriculture, such as Forest Service Research and Wildlife Services research. Numbers may not lie, but they don't always tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.
